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produce the impression, the complete illusion, of reality. In
this respect, it differs from the other form of fiction, the
romance; even when the facts used by the romancer happen to
be authentic, the aim of the artist is to create in us a sense of
wonder. The novelist, on the contrary, does not expect his
reader to exclaim: "How marvelous!" but "How true!"

The novel is at present, and has been for generations, the
leading genre in Western literature. It outsells both romance
and biography, its closest competitors. This success is not of a
purely financial and popular nature. In all countries, novelists
will be mentioned among the greatest of literary men, in no
way inferior to poets and dramatists. In nineteenth-century
Russia, Gogol, Dostoevsky, Turgenev, Tolstoy, outranked all
other writers. In France, Balzac, Flaubert, Zola, yielded to
none of their contemporaries. So complete is this supremacy of
the novel that some effort is needed to realize that it is ex-
tremely recent. In a literary tradition of some twenty-five cen-
turies, the prestige now enjoyed by the novel goes back barely
two hundred years. In the seventeenth century, the novel as a
major kind could hardly be said to exist. In the first half of the
eighteenth, it suddenly achieved greatness in England, but not
yet full recognition. We doubt whether many of the best judges
would have prophesied, by 1750, that De Foe, Richardson,
Fielding, would be counted among the greatest writers of their
age.

This late development, however, can easily be explained.
The novel, which seems to us the most natural, the most acces-
sible of all the genres^ is in fact the most paradoxical. "Realistic
fiction" is a contradiction in terms. If we want to know and
preserve the truth, let it be the truth. If we want to give our
imagination a feast, if we yearn to escape from the common-
placeness of our daily life, let it be through a bold flight into
the land of Faerie. Even today, this objection is valid, at least
against certain thorough-going forms of realistic fiction. Why
should we care to meet, in the pages of a book, those very